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HIGHLIGHTS AND IMPLICATIONS 

. The majority of respondents have had telephone service within the 
last five years. Most had either been disconnected by the 
telephone company and/or could not presently consider telephone 
service for reasons related to affordability. . There appear to be two major distinctions which can be made in 
“defining” affordability-need versus want: 

(Need)“A phone is a necessiiy, but it’s not aprwri@. Rent, food, 
heating must comefirsL There’s no money lefl for  a phone. 

(Want) “Z’ve learned to do without a phone. It’s more of a 
convenience than a necessi$ I’d like a phone, but I can survive 
without it and use my money for other things.” 

Those who “need” and consider a telephone a necessity were 
generally single parents (females, primarily) with children in the 
household, Seniors living alone on fixed low incomes and those 
with disabilities or medical conditions. 

Those who “want” and describe a telephone as a convenience were 
generally Urban dwellers, single males in particular, who have a 
community of relatives and/or friends nearby. They do not feel 
“isolated” or “at risk” without a telephone in the household. 

Some say they can afford but choose not to have a telephone for 
various reasons--e.g., use the telephone infrequently (poor price/ 
value relationship), consider the telephone a nuisance or to0 
intrusive, use “work phone” for making and receiving calls. It may 
be that some were too embarrassed to admit not being able to 
afford a telephone in a group setting. 
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. Communication alternatives to a telephone in the household were: 
pay telephones, the telephone of a friend, relative, or neighbor, or a 
“work phone.” 

. Majority of respondents (especially Urban dwellers) said they 
prefer having cable television over a telephone. Cable is perceived 
as providing “more for the money.” Cable television offers 
relaxation and escape from life’s struggles. It acts as a babysitter 
and is a companion to Seniors. Further, because respondents tend 
not to distinguish between monthly focal charges and total 
monthly charges which also include long distance calls, they 
perceive monthly telephone charges as fluctuating. By compari- 
son, the cost of cable is predictable. 

= The costs associated with obtaining telephone service were 
prohibitive, especially among those with past due bills. There is a 
pervasive belief that a person with outstanding debts for telephone 
service must come up with all or a large amount of money at one 
time before service can be obtained--e.g., amount of outstanding 
long distance and local bills, installation and deposit fees. 

Often, perceived costs of obtaining and maintaining telephone 
service are much higher than real costs. Most felt they could 
afford no more than approximately $20 per month for local tele- 
phone service. There was a pervasive belief that rates have 
escalated and that the telephone company “nickels and dimes us to 
death.” 

Most felt obtaining telephone service could easily be done with a 
call to the phone company. The majority expressed negative 
feelings toward the local telephone company. Some believe 
Ameritech “tries to work with the custome?’ in retaining or 
obtaining telephone service. Most felt customer service was 
lacking andlor inconsistent-poorly infotmed andlor unfriendly 
customer service representatives and long waits “on hold.” 
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= Very few were aware of “special” plans to assist people in 

obtaining telephone service. Two or three had heard of (or had 
been on) USA Plans. 

= The majority of respondents were highly enthusiastic about the 
USA Plans, especially the lower-priced USA Plan #I. It was 
considered very affordabl-the waiver of installation fees and low 
monthly charges. Of the 37 participants, approximately 10 were 
qualified for the plan. The majority of “unqualified” others said 
that were the plan available to them, they would actively consider 
having telephone service. 

Some of the respondents urged that the USA Plans be made 
available in conjunction with a low-income qualification. 

Respondents felt Ameritech could make USA Plans known via the 
following: television, radio, local newspapers, fiee community 
newspaper or publications, flyers, billboards, inserts with financial 
aid program communications, on telephone bills (assuming friends 
and relatives with telephone service will tell those without) and 
through other local utilities. 

rMpL ICATIONS: ISSUES TO ADDRESS IN OUANTITATIVE 
RESEARC H 

Profile who the Non-Telephone people are 

Breakout %ffordability” issues into need versus want 

Understanding priorities in selecting of telephone service 

Stress local apart from long distance telephone service and 
charges 

m Re-word USA Plans to ensure accurate interpretation 

Explore an income-related qualifier for the USA Plans and the 
willingness to provide proof of income 

Amerftech Confidential 
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DETAILED RESEARCH FINDINGS 

REASONS FOR NON-TELEPHONE SER VICE 

The majority of respondents have had telephone service within the last 
five years. Approximately five respondents, two of whom resided in 
the rural areas of Ohio, reported not having had telephone service for 
10 to 20 years or, in the case of one man, “never” as an adult away 
from his family home. 

Most said their service had been disconnected and/or could not 
presently consider having telephone service for reasons of afford- 
ability. 

In attempting to better “define” and understand affordability issues, it 
appears there are at least two major distinctions that can be made. 
They are reported here as Pro$les A (Need) and B (Wanr). 

Profde A: Cannot aflord and feels a need for telephone 
service-“A phone is a necessity, but a’s not a priori’.” 
“Rent, food, heaiing comes fmt and there’s not enough in my 
budget for a phone. ” (Need) 

Profire A respondents were, most often, single parents (females, 
primarily) with children in the household, Seniors living on fixed low 
incomes, and those with medical conditions-ither their own or 
others in the family. They consider a telephone a necessity, but must 
use their limited resources to pay for even more basic needs-Le., 
food, rent, heat and electricity. 

Single parents voiced a strong need for a telephone as a means of 
contacting schools, health care providers and other family members in 
regard to their children’s well-being, schedule of activities or general 
whereabouts. Some were actively “working” to pay off outstanding 
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telephone bills in order to re-connect their telephone service; others 
were hope&] of a pay raise or seeking employment that would allow 
them basic monthly telephone service. 

The three Seniors interviewed in Cleveland all lived alone. All had 
family members in or around the Cleveland area. As much as these 
Seniors would have found emotional “comfort” in having a telephone 
for medical appointments, to reach relatives and public service 
agencies, all felt the cost of a telephone was beyond their means. All 
reported having cable television. 

For Seniors who have lost friends and relatives and who spend most 
of their time at home alone, watching television is their primary 
source of entertainment. It is a “companion” and a way of staying 
connected with the world near and far. 

Most of Profde A respondents were not interested “in special tele- 
phone features” (especially respondents in the rural areas). They 
consider a telephone a necessity. They simply want the ability to be 
able to reach and be reached by telephone. Because the absence of a 
telephone is a “worry” to them, many are typically willing to do 
without something else in the hope of one day having a telephone. 
For example, some respondents in rural areas expressed a greater need 
for a telephune than for cable television. They appear to feel more 
“socially isolated” in a Rural environment than most respondents in 
the Urban areas. The telephone is needed to stay in contact with 
friends and family. 

Profde B: Chooses not to afford telephone service--“I’ve 
learned to do without it.” “It’s more of a convenience than a 
necessity.” “I’d like apkone, but I can survive without it and 
use my money for other things.” (Wanr) 

Profile B respondents were more likely to be Urban dwellers who 
have a community of relatives andor friends nearby and do not feel 
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“isolated” or “at risk” by lack of telephone service. Males, single 
males in particular, tended to be in the majority. 

Profire B respondents were very likely to have ready access to a pay 
telephone, a relative’s or neighbor’s telephone, and/or a telephone at 
their place of employment. 

While many of these respondents would have preferred the conveni- 
ence of telephone service, they had learned to do without it. The lack 
of a telephone did not appear to impact their social or work life 
dramatically. For example, a few respondents worked a night shift. 
Night shift workers said either that they found a telephone a nuisance 
because it would wake them during the day and/or they felt they were 
not getting their money’s worth as they used the telephone so 
infrequently. 

Some respondents commented that they would prefer (or needed) to 
use the money normally spent on telephone Service on other things. 
A number of respondents across all Urban groups said a “benefit” of 
not having telephone service was that they did not have to deal with 
creditors “calling me to ask for money.” 

In an attempt to gauge the relative importance of telephone service 
among those without it, respondents were asked to compare the role of 
cable television (and its affordability) with telephone service. Many 
of the Urban respondents said, given the option, they would much 
prefer having cable television. Most had some form of cable. In fact, 
two or three of the Urban dwellers had a “Platinum” cable package for 
approximately $60 per month. 

Cable television is prized as a %hour entertainment source. For 
some, it provides relaxation after the workday. For some, it acts as a 
babysitter for the children or a companion for an elderly parent in the 
household or Seniors living alone. For others, it provides an escape 
from life’s day-to-day struggles. 
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In terms of cable’s affordability, it was observed that unlike telephone 
bills which can fluctuate monthly (.frequently due to long distance 
calling which “gets out of hand”), the monthly cable costs are 
predictable. Respondents say they can budget for costs of cable 
television. 

Respondents feel they have greater “control” over cable costs than 
monthly telephone costs. For example, in multi-member households, 
a parent or spouse cannot constantly monitor the telephone usage of 
others. Also, it should be kept in mind that even though the focus of 
the study was local telephone service, respondents generally factored 
long distance charges into their “monthly” telephone costs. 
Respondents tended to confuse monthly a charges with mon- 
thly charges which also include long distance charges. 

It is possible that some respondents, especially African-American 
males who recognized others .from their neighborhood in the group, 
were too proud or too embarrassed to admit being unable to “afford” 
telephone service. They may have been more comfortable simply 
dismissing the telephone as a nuisance or a “luxury.” 

AWARENESS OF RE - CONNEC TION/CONNECTIO N COS TS 
AND PROCEDURES 

Many respondents, especially those in the Urban groups, had been 
disconnected because of past due charges. Long distance costs, if not 
the entire problem, often exacerbated difficulties leading to the loss of 
telephone service. Some believed they knew the costs involved in 
getting their telephone service re-connected, most did not. Many 
assumed costs, including the monthly cost for local service, to be 
higher than they are. Those who considered telephone service a 
“necessity” were more likely to be aware of real costs. 

Past due charges in conjunction with deposits andor re-connection 
fees are prohibitive and act as a strong deterrent to obtaining 
telephone service. There was a pervasive belief among respondents, 
that a customer with outstanding telephone charges must “come up 
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with all the money at one time.” Numerous respondents commented 
that if they could afford to come up with “all the money at one time,” 
they probably would not have lost their telephone in the first place. 
The assumption is that local and long distance past due charges must 
be paid before they can have telephone service reinstated. None were 
aware o f  any alternatives for payment of past due local charges on& 
to retain local service. For some respondents who do not have 
outstanding bills and would like to have telephone service, a poor 
credit rating is sometimes a barrier to obtaining telephone service. 

In two of the Urban groups, respondents mentioned having heard 
about an alternative to Ameritech. They had heard that CoreCom 
offered local service at a lower rate-“even to people with credit 
problems.” One or two had inquired about the service and were told 
they would have to pass a credit check. Given a poor credit record, 
they did not pursue it. 

There appears to be general ignorance of, or the assumption of higher 
than, actual costs to obtain and maintain telephone service--e.g., $40 
or $50 per month. As noted earlier, respondents tend to factor in long 
distance charges as a component of “total” monthly maintenance 
costs. Asked to focus on local telephone service and the amount they 
felt they could afford monthly, some said they could afford no more 
than $10; most felt they could afford approximately $20 for local 
service. Some respondents felt using phone calling cards was a less 
expensive alternative to telephone service providers. 

Asked what they thought they would have to do to obtain telephone 
service, the majority of respondents said they would start by calling 
the telephone company. Based on past experience with the telephone 
company, they were inclined to believe the process could be more 
time-consuming than difficult or complex. 
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ATTITUDES TOWARD THE TELEPHO NEcoMPm 
Some respondents felt that “the telephone company triedtried to work 
with me” (in regard to retaining or re-connecting telephone service). 
However, the majority of respondents related negative perceptions 
andor experiences with telephone company representatives. Most feel 
customer service is lacking-some customer service representatives 
are uninformed, not helphl, have poor or an unfriendly attitude. A 
common complaint about the telephone company was the long 
waiting time spent holding for customer service personnel. Some also 
complained about the automated access system. It was described as 
frustrating andor confusing. 

Feeding any negative perceptions of the telephone company was a 
commonly held belief that the telephone company is continually 
raising costs-“They nickel and dime you to death.” It is believed 
that rates have increased dramatically in recent years and will 
continue to do so. 

3 AW N F “SPE DE DT A T 
IN OBTAINING TELEPHONE SERVICE 

The majority of respondents were unaware of any “special” plans 
designed to assist people in obtaining telephone service. Some 
assumed a special plan existed for Seniors which would allow a 
limited number of calls per month at reduced rates. 

Approximately 3 people, all Urban respondents, were aware of the 
USA Plan. Two had been on the plan in the past and lost telephone 
services for non-payment of bills. The two women who had been on 
the plan said it was a good plan. One woman said she lost the service 
because she was lax about paying the “small” monthly charge. She 
allowed it to build up to a point where it became unmanageable. The 
other women said she found herself having to pay for other things 
“first,” including a $60 a month premium cable television package. 
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Both assume they are not eligible for USA Plan until past due bills are 
paid in full. Neither felt they would be eligible anytime soon, 

Others who “thought” they had heard of it from fiiends or relatives 
were unable to play back any specific features of the USA Plan. 

REACTIONS TO USA PLANS 

In the Urban groups, copies of the plans were passed out to consumers 
and read aloud by the moderator. This was done in an attempt to be 
sure that all respondents were reacting to all the features of the plan as 
opposed to engaging in selective reading. The two plans were 
individually exposed and discussed. In the Rural interviews, 
respondents were asked to read the plans on their own and react not 
only to the features of the plans but to the ‘‘language” or wording used 
in describing the plans. 

The majority of all respondents described USA Plan #I ,  at approxi- 
mately $8 per month for local service, as extremely attractive and 
affordable. Most felt this “basic” service would meet their needs. As 
might be expected, those who perceived a telephone as a necessity and 
wanted very much to have a telephone in the event of emergencies or 
as a social conduit, were especially interested in USA Plan #l. 
Further, those who had had problems with long distance in the past 
felt that by restricting usage to local calls, they would have greater 
control over costs. Some said they would use a pre-paid card for cell 
service to take care of long distance calling needs. Some questioned 
whether or not the phone, itself, could be used to receive or actually 
make long distance calls. 

Many were surprised that they had never heard of these plans. A 
number of respondents specifically asked to have a contact number for 
the plan. They planned to call and inquire about it. Most assumed it 
was an Ameritech product. 
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A few of the younger respondents felt they would opt for USA Plan 
#2, not necessarily for a second line, but in order to have special 
features such as Caller ID, Call Waiting, etc. Typically, those who 
preferred USA Plan #2 seemed least likely to be able to maintain its 
higher monthly cost! 

Respondents were somewhat confbsed about the past due payment 
arrangements specified in the plan. The plan addresses payment plans 
for past due local telephone charges. Respondents asked about andfor 
assumed outstanding long distance charges would also have to be paid 
before obtaining telephone service. 

In Urban groups, approximately 2-3 respondents per group would be 
able to qualify for the USA Plan; in Rural interviews, 3 of 7 would 
qualify. Those who qualified were disconcerted that they had never 
been informed about the plan though the telephone company or the 
various assistance programs in which they participate. 

Non-eligible Younger Urban dwellers expressed the desire for an 
income-related qualifier. For example, they noted that it is possible to 
be working for minimum wage and still not be able to afford 
telephone service. These “working poor” felt that by tying the USA 
Plan or a similarly reduced rate plan to a low income level, it would 
greatly enhance the likelihood of non-telephone households being able 
to obtain basic telephone services. In fact, when a theoretical income- 
related qualifier option was offered, 7 of 9 respondents in both of the 
Younger Urban groups said they would be very interested in having 
this plan. They felt USA Plan #1 was affordable and would allow 
them the opportunity to reach and be reached in the event of 
emergencies and for social and employment-related interaction. 

IN m m  RPRET TIE T H L  
DESCRIPTIONS 

Based on feedback from the groups, and especially from Rural 
interviews in which respondents were asked to read and interpret the 
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plans without the moderator’s assistance, the following problem areas 
emerged. Clarifying the meaning of the plans is critical for the 
quantitative phase of the study, as mail-out questionnaires will be self- 
administered. The following modifications to the original plans are 
offered for consideration: (Copies of the plans are appended.) . It is more meaningful to state the actual cost of the plan first 

rather than the amount of the discount off regular rates. (Plans #1 
and #2) 

Be consistent with use of the term, ‘‘charges”-i.e., do not use 
“charges” and “rates” interchangeably. (Plans #I and #2) - Indicate the actuaZ number of lines allowed. (Plans #I and #2) 

Indicate that any more than one phone line would be charged at the 
regular rates. “Lifetime” benefits are meaningless. (Plan #2) . Indicate “no installation charges” for one line only. (Plans # I  and 
#2) . Clarify the statement defining the non-availability/availability of 
special features such as Call Waiting, and, in Plan #2, that features 
would be charged at regular rates. (PIans # I  and #2) 

. Clarify the statement regarding what can be blocked, free, at the 
customer’s request. Also, respondents generally referred to “third 
party calls” as “three-way calls.’’ (plans #I and #2) 

= Rather than just listing “qualifications,” indicate a person’s need 
to be receiving assistance from one of the following.. .. 
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INFORMATION SOURC ES 

Respondents were asked what they thought were good ways in which 
to make non-telephone households aware of the USA Plans, The 
following were mentioned television, radio, local newspapers, free 
community publications, flyers, inserts with other financial aid com- 
munications, billboards, on telephone bills (friends and relatives with 
telephone service will tell those without), and through other local 
utilities. 
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NON-TELEPHONE HOUSEHOLDS 
FOCUS GROUPS DISCUSSION GUIDE 

1. WARM-UPIINTRODUCTIONS 

Thank respondents for attending focus group. “As you were told when 
you were invited to be here tonight, our subject tonight is telephone services. Let 
me assure you that no one is attempting to sell anything. We’re only interested in 
your experiences and your opinions. We have no interest in associating responses 
with individuals. We’re more interested in what is said than whom is saying it.” 

Explanation of focus group. ‘I’d like everyone to express hisher opinion. 
There are no right or wrong answers. There’s no need to agree with one another.” 
Encourage respondents to be candid. 

Describe moderator‘s role as independent researcher with no personal 
interest in the outcome of the study. Interested only in their honest opinions. 

Inform respondents about audio taping and observers. 

Introductions: Name, family composition, area of residence, rents vs. 
own, type of dwelling (single vs. attached), how long lived in current residence, 
(if working, occupation). How long lived in Cleveland area? 

2. REASONS FOR NON-TELEPHONE STATUS 

As part of the research being done, we’ll be talking to people with and without 
telephones. I understand you are all currently without a telephone. 

When was the last time you had telephone service where you live? What is the 
main reason you do not have telephone service now? Are there any other 
reasons? Please describe. (Probes: loss of incorneljob, excessive usage by self or 
other household members, lifestyle changes, giving up telephone service in favor 
of something else, what else?, pricing of telephone service, problems with 
provider, disconnected by telephone company?) Were there any attempts made 
by the telephone company to help you retain service? Describe. 

(IF PREVIOUSLY HAD TELEPHONE SERVICE) How did you use the 
telephone when you had telephone service? Who in the household used it most 
often? Approximately how many calls did you make in an average week? 
Thinking about the types of calls made, were most local, toll or long distance 
calls? 
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When you had telephone services, what type of plan or package did you have? 
What features did you purchase? What made you decide to purchase those 
features? (Probe: Did customer initiate or did telephone company representative 
“sell” customer on services?) 

Thinking back over the past five to ten years, have there been other periods of 
time when you did not have telephone service? Was the reason for those periods 
without a phone the samddifferent from what you’ve just told me about? 
Describe. How did you resolve the situation at that time(s)? Did the telephone 
company make any attempts to help you retain service? Describe. How did you 
go about getting your service back at those times? Was it any different then than 
now? Describe differences. 

Without a telephone in your home, how do you go about contacting others- 
family, firiends, business associates, making appointments, etc.? (Probes: pay 
phone, relative or neighbor’s phone, beepers, other?) How do people reach you? 

Do you feel any differently during those periods without telephone service in your 
home than when you have telephone service in your home? In what ways? 
(Probe: concerns about dealing with emergencies related to health or personal 
security, sense of social isolation, is being without telephone service perceived as 
a ‘kerry" or merely an “inconvenience,” is telephone service considered a 
necessity or a luxury, have they missed any employmenthusiness opportunities 
due to lack of telephone service?) 

How interestedllikely are you to re-connect your telephone service? Why, why 
not? How would you go about getting your service back? (Probe: whohow 
contact, ordering process.) How would you go about getting information to assist 
you? 

3. AWARENESSOF/RE ACTIONS TO PHONE RATE PROGRAM S 

Thinking about your situation today, what would have to occur to make you 
consider having telephone service again? (Probe: change(s) in life circum- 
stances, resolution of any outstanding debtddifficulties with telephone company, 
availability of more affordable telephone service, waiver of installation fees, 
other.) 

If you wanted to have telephone service again, what do you think you would have 
to do? How would you go about it? Do you think it would be easy/difficult to 
obtain telephone service? W b e :  Telephone company’s role in the process. Do 
they make it easy or complex? What can the telephone company do to assist non- 
telephone households in obtaining telephone service?) 
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What do you think it would cost you to get your senice back (payment of 
outstanding bills, installation costs)? What do you think it would cost monthly to 
maintain your service? Do you feel you could afford to maintain it at that price? 
(Probe: awareness of package and payment options, awareness of policy change 
in past year-i.e., as long as customer [Lgeline or basic rate customers]p~s his 
basic local service each month, they will noi be disconnected. However, Q 

restriction will be placed on toll calling which means customer can on& make 
local calls, no local toll or long distance, until past-due toll charges are paid in 
full.) 

Would it help or increase likelihood of getting telephone service if you could get a 
plan with toll restriction service, which would not allow long distance calls? It 
would cost Would this have been helpful in retaining 
telephone service? 

Are there any special plans designed to help people get telephone service? Please 
describe. What would you have to do to take advantage of any special plans? 
(Probe: Income eligible plans versus program eligible plans. Problems related to 
complexity of “forms” to obtain special telephone service planslawareness of 
eligibility requirements. Hesitancy to be part of any programs required to be 
eligible for plans such as USA plans.) Do you have any idea what such a plan(s) 
would cost as compared with regular telephone service charges? Would this be 
affordable. 

(IF AWARE OF SPECIAL PHONE PLANS) How did you learn about these 
special plans? What kept you from applying for this plan? (Probe: Problems 
related to complexity of “forms” to obtain special telephone service 
planslawareness of eligibility requirements. Hesitancy to be part of any programs 
required to be eligible for plans such as USA 1 or 2.) 

Have you ever been part of such a plan? What was your experience like? What 
were the positivednegatives of the plan? Would you consider going on such a 
plan again? Why, why not? 

3. EXPOSE PLANS AND OBTAINREACTIO NS 

(SHOW BOTH PLANS WITHOUT ELIGIBILITY REQUIREMENTS 
FIRST AND FOLLOW WITH ELIGIBILITY REQUIREMENTS) 

per month. 

First impressions 
Advantageddisadvautages 
Relevance, suitability to respondents’ individual circumstances 
Perceptions of pricing 
What more need to know 
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Thinking about the plan(s) we've looked at, how likely would you be to consider 
enrolling in one of these7 Why, why not? 

Other than having come here today and learned about these plans, how could this 
information be made available to you? What are your sources. ways to learn 
about such things? What would be the best way to make you and others aware of 
such plans7 (TV, radio, social services, fliers, postings in local supermarkets, 
community centers, post office, water or energy payment offices, presentations/ 
newsletters at apartment complexes, other?) 

Anything more you can tell me about what might make you consider re- 
startinglobtaining telephone service? 

Thank respondents for their time and cooperation. 


